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Introduction 

As  the  20th  Century  draws  to  a  close,  military  theorists  and  planners,  in  and  out  of  unifonn,  are 
considering  the  implications  that  changes  in  the  global  security  environment  have  for  future 
conflict  and  war.  The  certainties  of  the  Cold  War  have  been  replaced  by  a  number  of 


indeterminate,  indistinct  threats.  As  Desert  Storm  proved,  the  US  military  remains  prepared  to 
defeat  large  conventional  forces,  but  is  it  ready  to  tackle  those  obscure  dangers  looming  on  the 
horizon?  Consider  the  recent  comments  of  the  Marine  Corps  Commandant:  "future  war  is  most 
likely  not  the  son  of  Desert  Storm;  rather  it  will  be  the  stepchild  of  Somalia  and  Chechnya".1  In 
Somalia,  despite  overwhelming  superiority  in  firepower  and  technology,  a  group  of  lightly- 
armed  "rebels"  effectively  forced  the  US  military  out  of  the  country  by  inflicting  casualties  on  an 
elite  unit. 

Our  fonner  nemesis  and  Cold  War  foe  has  also  painfully  wrestled  with  the  changing  nature  of 
war.  For  the  past  two  years,  the  Russian  military  has  been  unsuccessfully  engaged  in  crushing 
the  relatively  small,  rebel  forces,  fighting  for  the  independence  of  Chechnya.  The  Russian  failure 
is  due  to  a  number  of  factors,  not  least  of  which  has  been  the  courageous  leadership  of  a  handful 
of  Chechen  leaders.  As  the  US  discovered  in  Somalia,  so  the  Russians  have  learned  that 
conventional  military  prowess  is  no  match  against  rebel  forces,  led  by  skilled  and  committed 
leaders.  This  study  will  examine  how  one  of  the  Chechen  rebel  leaders,  Shamil  Basayev,  was 
able  to  bring  the  goliath  of  Russian  armed  forces  to  its  knees. 

Shamil  Basayev 

Chechnya  these  days  is  a  place  where  little  boys  barely  old  enough  to  talk  tell  strangers  their 
name  is  Shamil  Basayev— a  guerrilla  commander  whom  Moscow  has  considered  a  leading 
international  terrorist  since  he  led  a  mass  hostage-taking  in  June  1995.= 

Though  highly  improbable,  one  wonders  if  Shamil  Basayev  ever  saw  the  movie  Braveheart.  The 
movie  portrays  William  Wallace,  and  his  attempt  to  lead  his  undermanned  and  poorly  equipped 
Scottish  army,  in  their  fight  for  independence  against  the  more  powerful  England.  During  the 
past  two  years,  Shamil  Basayev  and  a  few  thousand  Chechen  combatants  have  largely  defeated 
the  much  larger  and  better  equipped  Russian  military.  Though  final  determination  of  Chechnya's 
political  status  has  been  postponed  for  five  years,  for  all  practical  purposes  the  Chechens  have 
(for  the  time  being,  at  least)  won  their  independence.  This  article  will  examine  Shamil  Basayev 
and  the  role  he  played  in  gaining  Chechen  freedom. 

The  Chechens  are  a  warrior  people,  one  of  a  number  of  fiercely  independent  tribes  within  the 
mountainous  regions  of  the  Caucasus.  Living  along  an  invasion  route  between  Europe  and  Asia, 
a  deep  and  enduring  warrior  tradition  evolved  among  these  peoples.  The  Chechens  gained  the 
reputation  of  doggedly  resisting  any  foreign  domination.  Whether  it  was  the  Mongols  in  the  13th, 
the  Turks  in  the  16th,  or  the  Russians  in  the  19th  and  20th  Centuries,  the  Chechens  have  never 
accepted  foreign  rule.  Though  the  Russians  managed  in  the  19th  Century,  after  more  than  thirty 
years  of  fighting,  to  seize  most  of  the  Chechen  territory,  they  were  never  able  to  fully  incorporate 
the  Chechen  people  into  the  Russian  empire. - 

The  Bolsheviks,  and  later  the  Soviet  Communist  government  did  not  fare  much  better.  Until  the 
Second  World  War,  the  Soviets  were  able  to  effectively  repress  continued  Chechen  claims  for 
independence.  During  the  war,  however,  a  portion  of  the  Chechen  population  sided  with  Nazi 
forces  in  an  attempt  to  break  free  from  their  Slavic -Communist  masters.  In  retribution  for  this 
"betrayal",  Stalin  brutally  deported  the  entire  Chechen  population  to  Kazakhstan,  killing 


approximately  a  quarter  of  the  population  in  the  process.-  The  Chechens  were  allowed  to  return 
during  the  late  1950's,  and  lived  in  relative  peace  until  the  Soviet  Union  began  to  disintegrate. 

In  mid- 1991,  sensing  weakness  and  confusion  within  the  Kremlin,  nationalist  leaders  within  the 
Chechen  republic  began  to  press  demands  for  independence.  A  new  local  government,  led  by 
former  Soviet  Air  Force  General,  Dzhokhar  Dudayev,  declared  Chechen  independence  in 
November  1991.  Other,  more  immediate  problems  prevented  the  central  authorities  from  taking 
vigorous  action  against  these  Chechen  claims.  The  situation  continued  to  deteriorate,  with 
Chechnya  gaining  both  a  self-declared  independence  and  the  reputation  as  a  "gangster  state". 
Using  a  variety  of  means,  the  Chechens  also  acquired  a  large  portion  of  the  fonner  Soviet 
military  equipment  which  had  been  deployed  on  their  territory.  Finally,  after  a  number  of 
unsuccessful,  clandestine  attempts  to  unseat  the  popular  Dudayev,  the  Russian  government,  in 
December  1994,  deployed  both  regular  and  internal  forces  to  crush  Chechnya's  self-proclaimed 
independence. 

Two  years  later  (Dec  96),  after  tens  of  thousands  of  casualties,  with  much  of  Chechnya  in  ruins 
and  the  Russian  security  establishment  badly  shaken,  a  tentative  cease-fire  has  taken  hold.  Most 
of  the  Russian  forces  have  now  pulled  out  of  Chechnya.  How  did  this  tiny  ethnic  people,  with  a 
population  of  less  than  a  million,  defeat  a  Russian  military  establishment,  that  while  damaged, 
still  possessed  one  of  the  world's  most  formidable  arsenals  and  a  personnel  strength  far  greater 
than  the  entire  Chechen  population?-  There  are  a  number  of  factors,  not  least  of  which  has  been 
the  savage  courage  of  committed  Chechen  fighters  like  Shamil  Basayev.  - 

Shamil  the  Man 

Like  most  controversial  figures,  there  are  a  number  of  widely  different  assessments  of  this 
Chechen  leader.  For  many  Russians,  he  embodies  the  ruthless,  criminal  characteristics  of  a 
terrorist.  His  name  became  well  known  during  the  bloody  events  in  June  1995,  when  Basayev 
and  a  handful  of  Chechen  combatants,  held  some  1,500  Russian  civilians  hostage  within  the 
Budennovsk  city  hospital.  Among  his  countrymen,  however,  Basayev  is  a  great  hero;  a 
composite  mix  of  Robin  Hood,  George  Washington  and  his  19th  Century  namesake,  Shamil.-  On 
more  than  one  occasion,  when  Russian  forces  were  on  the  threshold  of  destroying  the  remnants 
of  Chechen  resistance,  Basayev  managed  to  strengthen  Chechen  resolve  and  strike  the  Russians 
where  it  hurt. 

Other  than  his  birthplace,  there  is  nothing  in  Shamil  Basayev's  early  biography  which  would 
indicate  his  future  martial  prowess.  He  was  born  in  1965  in  the  small  Chechen  village  of  Vedeno. 
This  village  is  adjacent  to  the  fortress  where  a  century  earlier  the  great  Chechen  leader  Shamil 
surrendered  to  Russian  forces.  For  a  young  Chechen,  the  exploits  of  this  distant  ancestor  must 
have  been  a  source  of  pride  and  inspiration.  Like  many  of  the  other  ethnic  groups  which  inhabit 
the  Caucasus,  the  Chechens  value  highly  the  attributes  of  personal  courage,  clan  loyalty,  and 
expertise  in  warfare  and  weaponry.  There  could  be  no  better  role  model  for  a  young  Chechen 
than  the  brave  Shamil.- 

Basayev  spent  his  childhood  in  Vedeno,  completing  secondary  education  there  in  1982.  Upon 
graduation,  he  spent  two  years  in  the  Soviet  military.  Little  is  known  of  his  Soviet  military 


record,  other  than  he  served  as  a  "fireman".-  He  intended  to  become  a  policeman  but  could  not 
get  into  law  school  and  so  worked  in  agriculture.—  By  the  time  he  finished  school  (1990),  the 
first  cracks  were  beginning  to  appear  within  the  Soviet  Union.  The  Berlin  Wall  had  fallen  and 
the  national  republics  of  the  USSR  were  beginning  to  clamor  for  a  greater  degree  of 
independence.  Glasnost  permitted  the  publication  of  many  of  the  previously  repressed  histories. 
Non-Russians  were  at  last  permitted  to  read  uncensored  accounts  of  how  they  lived  before  being 
subjugated  by  Russian  and  Soviet  power.  Ethnic  and  nationalist  symbols  of  pride  were 
rediscovered.—  Freedom  was  in  the  air,  and  its  scent  invigorated  these  formerly  repressed 
peoples  and  ethnic  groups. 

Then  came  the  events  of  August,  1991  and  the  attempted  coup  to  hold  the  USSR  together  by 
force.  Basayev  was  in  Moscow,  and  armed  with  a  couple  of  hand  grenades,  went  to  help  defend 
Yeltsin  in  the  Russian  Parliament.—  The  ripples  from  the  failed  coup  attempt  were  felt  in  distant 
Chechnya,  where  local  communist  leaders  had  initially  supported  the  coup  plotters.  Using  this  as 
a  pretext  to  demonstrate,  Chechen  nationalist  leaders  began  to  consolidate  power  and  prepared 
for  local  presidential  and  parliamentary  elections.  On  2  November  1991,  newly-elected  President 
Dudaev  proclaimed  Chechen  independence.  In  response,  President  Yeltsin  announced  a  state  of 
emergency  for  Chechnya,  dispatching  troops  to  arrest  the  renegade  general,  Dudaev.  The 
Chechens  mobilized  some  60,000  volunteers  to  defend  against  a  probable  Russian  invasion. 

Knowing  that  the  Chechens  would  never  be  able  to  defend  against  a  full-scale  Russian  invasion, 
Basayev  began  to  look  for  some  other  means  of  leverage.  Expecting  a  swift  Russian  response  to 
Chechen  claims  of  independence,  Basayev  and  a  handful  of  accomplices  hijacked  a  passenger 
plane  in  the  nearby  town  of  Mineralnye  Vody,  demanding  that  the  Russians  lift  the  state  of 
emergency  or  the  plane  would  be  blown  up.—  The  invasion  was  halted  when  the  Russian 
parliament  failed  to  ratify  the  decision  to  invade.  It  is  doubtful  whether  Basayev's  actions  were 
instrumental  in  forcing  the  Russians  to  capitulate.  One  thing,  however,  was  clear:  Shamil 
Basayev  was  prepared  to  use  any  ploy  to  protect  Chechen  independence. 

For  the  next  2  «  years,  Basayev  gained  considerable  combat  experience.  Wherever  fighting 
occurred  within  the  Caucasus,  Basayev  was  there.  Fighting  alongside  the  Azerbaijanis  in 
Nagorno-Karabakh  or  conducting  combat  operations  against  the  Georgians  in  Abkhazia,  Shamil 
Basayev  became  more  and  more  adept  at  the  use  of  force.  In  addition  to  this  combat  experience, 
he  traveled  to  Afghanistan  and  Pakistan  for  guerrilla  training  from  the  Mujahadin.  While  fighting 
in  Abkhazia,  Russian  military  specialists  (who  were  secretly  assisting  the  Abkhaz  separatists) 
shared  their  knowledge  with  Basayev.—  This  experience  would  not  go  to  waste. 

By  the  time  Basayev  returned  to  Chechnya  in  February  1994,  he  had  created  an  elite  unit  of 
Chechen  fighters  who  were  intensely  loyal  to  him.  His  "Abkhaz  battalion"  had  gained  the 
reputation  of  a  disciplined,  well-armed,  fierce  fighting  force.  He  had  no  problem  attracting 
volunteers.  Unlike  many  of  the  other  clan  chieftains,  Basayev  was  driven  more  by  the  cause  of 
Chechen  freedom  than  the  desire  for  personal  gain  or  political  power.  —  Though  he  personally 
disliked  President  Dudayev,  as  long  as  Dudayev  continued  to  demand  Chechen  independence, 
Basayev  would  fight  for  him.  He  was  also  intensely  loyal  to  his  followers  and  went  out  of  his 
way  to  protect  them. 


The  summer  of  1994  was  one  of  growing  tension  within  Chechnya.  The  Russian  government 
accused  Dudayev  of  creating  a  criminal  state  and,  employing  a  variety  of  ruses,  urged  the 
Chechen  people  to  topple  him.  In  August  1994,  heavily-armed  opposition  forces,  with  Russian 
support,  attempted  to  overthrow  Dudayev.  Again,  Basayev  came  to  the  aid  of  the  pro¬ 
independence  Dudayev.  The  fighting  continued  throughout  the  autumn  between  Chechen  forces 
loyal  to  Dudaev  and  the  Russian-backed  opposition.  Basayev's  forces  were  responsible  for 
defeating  the  chief  opposition  group.—  When  it  was  apparent  that  their  Chechen  proxies  were 
unable  to  defeat  Dudayev,  the  Russian  "power"  ministers  convinced  President  Yeltsin  to  deploy 
regular  Russian  forces  into  Chechnya.—  On  1 1  December  1994,  the  Russians  marched  into 
Chechnya.  Basayev  and  the  Chechen  fighters  were  ready  to  meet  them. 

To  date,  there  has  been  no  complete  and  accurate  accounting  of  Basayev's  military  exploits 
against  the  Russian  forces.  There  is  no  questioning,  however,  that  from  the  date  when  Russian 
forces  moved  into  Chechnya  until  their  humiliating  withdrawal  2 1  months  later,  Basayev  played 
a  key  role.  He  quickly  gained  the  reputation  as  the  most  prominent  field  commander  of  the 
Chechen  resistance.  The  Russians  apparently  even  tried  to  bribe  Basayev  to  give  up  the  fight,  in 
exchange  for  safety  for  himself  and  his  family.—  He  refused  their  offers.  As  noted  earlier, 
Basayev's  most  famous  exploit  occurred  in  June  1995,  when  together  with  a  company  of 
Chechen  fighters,  he  struck  deep  in  the  enemy's  rear,  holding  the  Russian  city  of  Budennovsk  as 
hostage.  This  operation  merits  a  detailed  analysis. 

Budennovsk 

By  June  1995,  the  fighting  in  Chechnya  had  been  raging  for  over  6  months.  Disregarding 
military  and  civilian  casualties,  the  Russian  forces  were  finally  gaining  the  upper  hand.  Moving 
from  the  north  and  east,  Russian  forces  effectively  destroyed  and  captured  the  capital  of  Grozny 
and  were  pushing  the  rebels  to  the  south.  Encountering  stiff  Chechen  resistance,  Russian  tactics 
were  beginning  to  resemble  those  expressed  by  an  American  officer  in  Vietnam:  "In  order  to 
save  the  village,  we  had  to  destroy  it". 

By  early  June  the  situation  for  the  Chechens  was  becoming  desperate.  A  number  of  Russian 
military  leaders  were  proclaiming  that  the  war  was  nearly  over.—  The  last  stronghold  of  Chechen 
opposition,  the  village  of  Shatoy,  was  almost  under  Russian  control.  Where  some  might  have 
been  tempted  to  capitulate  to  the  superior  Russian  military  force,  the  Chechen  leader  Dudayev 
remarked,  "the  struggle  is  not  over,  it  assumes  new  forms."—  One  of  those  new  forms  was 
Shamil  Basayev's  daring  raid  into  the  city  of  Budennovsk. 

During  the  course  of  the  conflict,  Chechen  leaders  had  threatened  to  "take  their  war  on  to 
Russian  territory".  —  Despite  these  warnings,  the  perimeter  surrounding  Chechen  territory 
remained  porous. =  Russians  who  were  guarding  key  junctions  could  often  be  bribed.  With 
Chechen  fighters  in  a  near  checkmate  situation,  Shamil  Basayev  developed  a  risky  plan  to  force 
the  Russians  to  halt  combat  operations.  Concealed  in  two  trucks  supposedly  filled  with  coffins 
containing  the  remains  of  dead  Russian  soldiers,  and  escorted  by  a  "crudely  painted"  dummy 
police  vehicle,  Basayev  and  about  150  handpicked  fighters  would  enter  Russian  territory  and 
seize  a  large  number  of  hostages.  Basayev  claims  that  his  intent  was  to  reach  Moscow,  and 
unleash  something  of  the  terror  the  residents  of  Chechnya  had  been  exposed  to  for  the  past  six 


months.  He  hoped  to  convince  Russian  leaders  to  stop  combat  operations  in  Chechnya,  and  force 
them  to  the  negotiating  table.— 

The  timing  of  the  operation  could  not  have  been  more  advantageous  for  the  Chechen  side.  Just  as 
Basayev  and  his  men  were  secretly  leaving  Chechnya  and  heading  north,  President  Yeltsin  was 
finalizing  his  remarks  for  the  upcoming  G-7  Summit,  in  Halifax,  Canada.  The  Russian 
government  was  hoping  to  solicit  greater  foreign  investment  and  additional  economic  aid  from 
the  G-7  countries.  The  recent  increase  in  the  Russian  military  tempo  was  planned  to  allow 
President  Yeltsin  to  announce  that  the  war  in  Chechnya  was  over.  This  conflict  was  an 
embarrassment  to  both  the  Russian  government  and  to  those  foreign  leaders  who  supported 
Yeltsin.  Everyone's  approval  ratings  would  improve  if  the  Russian  president  could  announce  that 
the  bloodshed  had  stopped.  The  raid  into  Budennovsk  would  illustrate  that  the  Chechen  conflict 
was  far  from  over,  and  that  Russia  remained  a  serious  credit  risk. 

Shamil  Basayev  and  his  men  crossed  the  border  from  Chechnya  into  the  Stavropol  District  on 
Wednesday,  June  14th.  Everything  was  going  according  to  plan  until  the  convoy  had  just  passed 
the  outskirts  of  Budennovsk  (a  city  of  about  100,000,  120  km  north  of  the  Chechen  border). 

After  a  routine  stop,  the  local  police  unwittingly  escorted  the  Chechen  convoy  back  to  the  militia 
headquarters  in  downtown  Budennovsk.  Upon  arrival,  the  Chechens  stormed  out  of  the  trucks, 
killed  a  number  of  police  and  occupied  the  militia  headquarters.  The  decision  to  move  to  the 
hospital  was  apparently  made  after  a  number  of  the  Chechen  rebels  were  wounded.—  Basayev 
would  not  abandon  his  men.  Reaching  the  hospital,  they  sealed  the  exits.  There  were 
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Figure  2  -  Return  route  of  Chechen  fighters. 


approximately  1,500  patients,  family  members  and  medical  staff  located  within  the  hospital, 
guarded  by  some  150  heavily-armed  Chechens.  This  was  the  beginning  of  an  8-day  ordeal  of 
terror,  anxiety  and  surreal  negotiations. 

The  local  authorities  realized  that  they  were  unable  to  flush  the  Chechens  out  of  the  hospital  and 
requested  assistance.  Soon,  regular  army  forces  and  internal  troops  (MVD)  rushed  to  the  scene 
and  set  up  a  perimeter.—  Having  secured  their  hostages,  the  Chechens  now  stated  their 
conditions:  cessation  of  combat  in  Chechnya,  withdrawal  of  Russian  troops  and  entry  into 
negotiations  with  Chechen  leader,  Dzhokhar  Dudayev.  At  this  point  of  the  crisis,  the  Russian 
authorities  wouldn't  even  consider  negotiating  with  the  Chechen  terrorists,  and  developed  plans 
to  storm  the  hospital. 

The  tense  wait  continued.  The  Russians  continued  to  deploy  a  variety  of  special  forces  units  to 
Budennovsk.—  More  than  once,  Basayev  warned  that  he  would  kill  hostages  if  the  Russians 
attempted  to  storm  the  hospital.  He  positioned  hostages  along  the  windows  to  discourage  the 
Russians  from  shooting.—  Both  Thursday  and  Friday  (15  and  16  June),  Basayev  repeated  the 
Chechen  demands  and  warned  the  Russians  not  to  attack.  Alongside  the  Russian  military  units, 
the  Russian  media  flooded  to  Budennovsk,  and  soon  the  entire  country  was  following  the 
dramatic  events. 

On  16  June,  President  Yeltsin  arrived  in  Halifax,  "smiling  and  waving  hands  to  a  welcoming 
crowd  of  young  Canadian  high  school  students."—  The  situation  was  not  so  peaceful  back  in 
Russia.  That  evening  (16  June),  members  of  the  Russian  Duma  were  already  discussing  a  vote  of 
"no  confidence"  in  the  current  government  and  perhaps  impeachment  proceedings  against  the 
president.—  The  small  group  of  Chechen  fighters  was  beginning  to  shake  the  very  foundation  of 
the  Russian  government.—  The  Minister  of  Defense  continued  to  insist  that  there  would  be  no 
negotiations  with  the  terrorists  and  that  a  "special  operation"  was  being  developed.— 


"Saturday,  June  17th  will  go  down  in  the  annals  of  the  struggle 
against  terrorism  as  a  day  of  folly,  unprofessionalism  of  the 
military  and  the  complete  idiocy  of  their  superiors.  These  are 
the  most  delicate  expressions  which  we  happened  to  hear 
there."—  On  two  occasions,  at  dawn  and  at  2  p.m.,  the  Russian 
special  forces  attempted  to  storm  the  hospital.  The  results  were 
gruesome.  Over  a  hundred  of  the  hostages  were  killed,  whether 
by  Russian  gunfire  or  by  the  Chechens  is  unclear.  There  were 
also  a  handful  of  casualties  among  the  Chechen  and  Russian 
soldiers.  In  between  the  two  attacks,  perhaps  to  illustrate  that 
they  were  not  totally  ruthless,  Basayev  released  some  150 
pregnant  women  and  children.  The  standoff  continued,  and 
with  the  failed  rescue  attempt,  Russian  leaders  quickly  denied 
that  they  had  given  any  order  to  attack.— 


It  wasn't  until  day  five  of  the  crisis  (18  June)  that  the  Russians 
began  to  seriously  consider  the  prospects  of  negotiating  with 

the  Chechens.  In  one  of  the  most  surreal  events  of  modem  „  ..... 

.  ,  ,  ,  ,  Figure  3  -  Storming  the  hospital, 

media,  the  Russian  Prime  Minister  began  to  conduct  telephone 

negotiations  with  Basayev  on  live  Russian  TV.  Millions  of 

Russians  watched  as  Victor  Chernomyrdin  pled  with  the  Chechen  leader  not  to  harm  the 
hostages.—  The  Prime  Minister  finally  agreed  to  the  Chechen  demands  of  halting  combat  and 
beginning  peace  negotiations.— 


Basayev  now  faced  a  dilemma:  how  to  return  to  Chechnya  when  completely  surrounded  by  the 
humiliated  Russian  security  establishment,  who  considered  him  guilty  of  countless  murders  and 
other  crimes?  He  was  not  about  to  take  the  Prime  Minister  at  his  word,  since  it  was  apparent  that 
the  PM  did  not  control  the  "power"  ministers.  Negotiations  continued  throughout  Sunday  and 
Monday  (19  and  20  June).  To  insure  safe  passage,  Basayev  demanded  that  a  number  of 
"volunteer"  hostages  (mostly  journalists  and  a  number  of  Duma  deputies)  accompany  the 
Chechens  back  to  Chechnya. 


It  took  some  time  for  the  Russians  to  assemble 
the  six  buses  and  a  refrigerated  truck  (to  carry 
the  bodies  of  the  dead  Chechen  rebels).  The 
convoy  left  Budennovsk  on  Monday  morning 
(20  June),  but  was  forced  to  stop  at  the 
Chechen-Dagestani  border  when  the  Russian 
military  commander  refused  to  issue  a  written 
guarantee  of  the  convoy's  safe  passage  through 
Russian-held  territory  in  Chechnya.—  All  the 
while,  the  convoy  was  surrounded  by  a 
perimeter  of  armed  Russian  personnel.  After 
receiving  a  guarantee  from  the  Prime  Minister, 
the  convoy  entered  into  Chechnya,  heading 
toward  the  mountain  village  of  Zandak.  After 
reaching  the  village,  the  hostages  were 
released,  and  Basayev  and  the  Chechens  began 


Figure  4  -  Hostages  being  released. 


to  celebrate.— 


The  fallout  from  this  incident  was  felt  throughout  all  of  Russia  and  much  of  the  world.  A  week 
later,  President  Yeltsin  remarked:  "The  Russians  and  the  whole  world  saw  the  low  capability  of 
our  special  services  to  fulfill  the  tasks  entrusted  to  them".—  The  following  day,  he  accepted  the 
resignations  of  two  of  his  "power"  ministers  and  two  regional  leaders.—  The  Russians  did  begin 
negotiations  with  the  Chechens,  but  the  talks  soon  broke  down.  From  June  1995  until  August 
1996  there  were  a  number  of  unsuccessful  attempts  to  end  the  conflict  either  by  force  or  through 
negotiations.  The  essence  of  the  problem  dealt  with  a  fundamental  contradiction  between  the 
Russian  and  Chechen  positions:  the  Chechens  wanted  independence,  while  the  Russians 
demanded  that  Chechnya  remain  a  part  of  Russia.  In  August  of  this  year,  Chechen  forces,  again 
led  by  Shamil  Basayev,  conducted  a  successful  three-pronged  attack  and  regained  possession  of 
the  capitol,  Grozny.—  Russian  forces  retaliated  by  threatening  to  bombard  the  city  again.  The 
Russian  onslaught  was  cancelled  when  the  new  Secretary  of  the  Security  Council,  Alexander 
Lebed,  intervened  and  signed  a  cease-fire  agreement. 


Though  the  fighting  has  stopped,  the  question  of  Chechya's  final  political  status  has  not  been 
solved.  The  cease-fire  accords  merely  postpone  this  decision  for  five  years.  The  Chechens  claim 
they  are  now  free,  while  Kremlin  authorities  continue  to  insist  that  Chechnya  is  a  part  of  Russia. 
The  last  of  the  Russian  military  units  are  redeploying  out  of  Chechnya.  For  the  time  being  at 
least,  the  Chechens,  under  the  courageous  leadership  of  Shamil  Basayev  (who  is  now  running  for 
the  post  of  Chechen  president),  have  won  their  independence. 


Shamil  vs  the  US  military? 

Gazing  into  the  murky  crystal  ball  of  emerging  threats,  Basayev  is  a  likely  example  of  the  leader 
who  defines  the  future  security  environment.  How  should  the  US  military  prepare  to  defend 
against  such  a  threat?  To  date,  the  military  has  adopted  mainly  a  defensive  approach  toward 
dealing  with  the  terrorist  threat,  with  an  emphasis  upon  force  protection.—  The  failed  attempt  to 
seize  General  Aideed  confirmed  the  prevalent  notion  that  the  military  doesn't  "do 
counterterrorism".  In  both  Haiti  and  Bosnia,  the  US  military  has  gone  to  great  lengths  to  protect 


its  forces,  while  avoiding  the  arrest  of  individual  war  criminals.  The  military  appears  to  insist 
upon  maintaining  the  notional  divide  between  military  and  criminal  operations. 

At  the  core  of  this  belief  is  the  tenet  that  militaries  fight  other  militaries.  Using  the  analogy  of  a 
football  game,  the  uniformed  players  only  compete  against  an  opposing  team.  Soldiers  fight 
other  soldiers.  Until  the  beginning  of  the  20th  Century,  the  game  of  war  was  pretty  well  confined 
to  the  playing  field.  Even  with  the  advent  of  modern  weaponry,  the  belief  has  persisted  that  to 
win  the  game  one  team  had  to  defeat  the  other  side.  To  win  the  war  meant  defeating  your 
opponent's  military. 

As  we  move  into  the  21st  Century,  the  structure  of  the  game  appears  to  be  changing.  With  a 
weakening  of  the  nation-state,  Clauswitz's  dictum  that  war  is  an  extension  of  [state]  politics  may 
no  longer  be  valid.  Alongside  the  deterioration  of  the  state,  the  opposing  team's  military  has 
broken  up,  and  some  of  these  players  have  moved  up  into  the  stands,  wreaking  all  sorts  of  havoc. 
While  the  US  military  must  still  prepare  to  defend  against  the  traditional  opposing  team  of  a 
state-sponsored  military,  it  is  increasingly  called  upon  to  help  settle  fights  in  the  stands.  The 
military  complains  (rightly  so)  that  this  is  a  police  function,  and  that  it  is  not  configured  to 
handle  these  disputes.  The  military  warns  that  such  missions  detract  from  its  ability  to  handle  an 
opposing  team  (or  two  of  them  nearly  simultaneously).  Thus,  the  military  finds  itself  in  a 
dilemma.  It  cannot  remain  on  the  playing  field,  waiting  for  an  opposing  team  to  appear,  while 
chaos  reigns  in  the  stands. 

Desert  Stonn  notwithstanding,  the  military  will  probably  find  itself  playing  a  greater  and  greater 
police  role  into  the  next  century.  Somalia,  Haiti,  Bosnia,  and  Chechnya  all  indicate  that  future 
conflict  will  be  both  unconventional  and  requiring  imposition  of  order  over  defeat  of  a  specific 
state-sponsored  military.  The  military  must  begin  to  reconfigure  itself  to  handle  these  threats. 
Instead  of  an  opposing  team  with  set  plays,  familiar  equipment  and  a  common  set  of  rules,  the 
military  must  develop  the  necessary  doctrinal  concepts  to  handle  a  wider  variety  of  villains  and 
challenges.  In  developing  this  doctrine,  planners  ought  to  consider  the  Russian  experience 
against  fighters  like  Shamil  Basayev  in  Chechnya. 

First,  it  must  realize  that  this  type  of  opponent  cares  nothing  for  the  formal  rules  of  war  and  is 
prepared  to  use  any  stratagem  to  further  his  objective.  The  notion  that  the  battlefield  is  isolated 
and  that  fighting  is  restricted  to  those  who  wear  uniforms  is  absurd  to  this  enemy's  way  of 
thinking.  Everything  and  everyone  is  fair  game.  A  precision  missile  attack  on  an  enemy  city 
could  result  in  the  destruction  of  a  friendly  school  or  hospital.—  This  type  of  enemy  will  search 
for  any  weakness,  and  then  exploit  it  fully.  The  criminal  mind  cares  little  for  the  laws  of  war. 

Secondly,  confronting  such  a  threat,  the  US  military  must  do  everything  to  isolate  and  confine 
the  enemy  leader's  freedom  of  movement.  The  incident  at  Budennovsk  might  have  been 
prevented  with  a  secure  border  around  Chechnya.  These  unconventional  leaders  must  be 
monitored,  and  when  necessary,  targeted.  Direct,  personal  force  is  the  only  argument  which  the 
dedicated,  committed  leader  understands.  Thirdly,  besides  developing  super-efficient  SWAT 
teams,  the  US  military  needs  to  place  greater  emphasis  on  the  development  of  non-lethal  weapon 
systems  which  could  be  used  during  a  large  hostage -taking  incident  (e.g.  a  gas  to  render  the  rebel 
leaders  unconscious). 


Fourthly,  restricting  media  access  is  crucial  in  limiting  the  relative  strength  of  this  type  of  threat. 
Televising  the  live  hostage  negotiations  with  the  Russian  prime  minister  inadvertently  placed 
Basayev  on  an  equal  footing  and  significantly  strengthened  the  Chechen  cause.  The  rebel  leader 
draws  much  of  his  legitimacy  and  popularity  from  such  spectacles.  The  media  must  be  enlisted  to 
discredit  these  leaders,  or  at  least  ignore  their  demands  for  publicity.  To  the  extent  that  the  media 
will  not  cooperate,  they  will  lend  support  to  the  opposition  forces.  Finally,  the  US  must  be  wary 
with  whom  it  shares  its  military  skills  and  secrets.  Basayev  well  illustrates  the  problems  that  can 
develop  when  legitimate  governments  elect  to  provide  military  training  and  equipment  to 
dubious  allies.  Today's  freedom  fighter  might  be  transformed  into  tomorrow's  terrorist. 

Conclusion 

In  one  of  the  more  intriguing  books  on  the  subject  of  modem  war,  Martin  van  Creveld  asks  the 
question  "by  whom  will  war  be  fought  in  the  future?"  If  the  nation-state  does  collapse,  there  will 
no  longer  exist  a  state-sponsored  army  to  defend  the  government.  He's  not  exactly  sure  what  will 
replace  the  state  and  its  defenders,  but  one  of  his  suggestions  describes  the  process  which  is 
observed  in  Chechnya: 

It  is  worth  pointing  out  that  tribal  societies,  which  do  not  have  the  state,  also  do  not  recognize  the 
distinction  between  army  and  people.  Such  societies  do  not  have  armies;  it  would  be  more 
accurate  to  say  that  they  themselves  are  armies....  Nor,  in  their  case,  would  it  be  correct  to  speak 
of  soldiers.  What  they  have  is  warriors,  with  the  result  that  there  are  many  languages  where  the 
tenn  for  "warrior"  simply  means  "young  man".  [Such  societies]  may  point  to  the  future.— 

Suppose  for  a  moment  that  the  above  hypothesis  is  true.  The  collapse  of  the  nation-state  will 
have  a  profound  effect  on  what  we  currently  regard  as  the  "correlation  of  forces".  The  strength  of 
any  given  armed  formation  will  be  measured  not  so  much  in  the  number  of  divisions,  squadrons 
or  fleets,  but  in  the  resolve  of  the  individual  warrior  leader.  With  the  continuing  fascination  with 
high-tech  weaponry,  this  factor  tends  to  be  underestimated.  As  they  develop  the  doctrine  and 
restructure  the  forces  to  meet  the  emerging  threats  of  the  21st  Century,  US  military  leaders  ought 
to  consider  the  role  which  a  single  committed  leader  played  in  the  Chechen  conflict. 
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